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This year, nearly half of the

cities and counties in the state
are updating the housing elements
of their General Plan — a process
that has received mixed responses

from local o_fficials.

t first glance, drafting a new housing
element may not seem that compli-
cated. The housing element requires a

city to plan for its fair share of housing for each
income category: very low, low, moderate and
above moderate. The city must identify the land
where this housing will be located. To the extent
that communities cannot complete this inven-
tory, they must develop a program so that all the
land will be identified and appropriately zoned
by the end of the five-year planning period.

However, the next round of housing elements
is subject to significant revisions that were made
to the housing element law in 2004. Last year,
cities and counties in the San Diego area were
the first in California to submit their elements
to the California Department of Housing and
Community Development (HCD) under these
changes. HCD reviews the draft housing ele-
ment and provides written findings, which the
local government must consider prior to adopt-
ing the housing element.
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The Updated Inventory
Requirement

One of the biggest changes made to hous-
ing element law was the need for a more
detailed housing site inventory. State law
tightened up the requirement that local
agencies identify where land will be zoned
to accommodate their fair share of the re-
gional housing needs allocation (RHNA).
The analysis must be on a parcel-by-parcel
basis, and each parcel must be analyzed
for specific regulatory or physical con-
straints that may limit production.

While a smaller city may not have an
issue with doing an expanded analysis,
for larger cities it can be a grueling task.
For example, San Diego’s previous site
inventory consisted of a single table on
one page. Under the latest housing ele-
ment law changes, however, the city’s site
inventory spanned 1,500 pages.

“In my view, while [San Diego’s] 1,500-
page inventory got HCD’s stamp of
‘approval, I don’t think that’s what had
to be done,” said Susan Baldwin, senior
reglonal planner, San Diego Association
.of Governments (SANDAG). “Having

Cathy Creswell, policy director for HCD,
sees the limitations. “The inventory creates
certainty, but the idea was that developers
and others could easily access the inven-
tory to find where the housing opportuni-
ties are. I'm not sure that a 1,500-page
inventory is a very usable document.”

Poway is one of the smaller cities where
the site inventory hasn't been overwhelm-
ing, encompassing just two pages. Poway’s
housing element had been submitted to
HCD, reviewed and sent back to the city
for some additional changes, but accord-
ing to Patti Brindle, a Poway city planner,
the process has gone fairly well.

“Overall, our experience with HCD

has been positive,” Brindle said. “Even
though we’re having some difficulties,
HCD is trying to be helpful and has been

very accommodating.”

Poway’s challenge is the housing alloca-
tion itself. The city has no freeways, so
providing smart growth opportunities is
difficult. On top of that, a good chunk
of Poway falls in a multispecies habitat
protection plan, meaning that the city’s
RHNA allocation of 1,242 units took into
account land it can’t build on — some-

thing Brindle felt should be addressed.
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The Housing Element Process: How California Cities Are Faring, continued

‘o _Assnst-ih '-;the dei'ielop’rne’ht of low- and moderate-income housing;
. VVHerﬁque or mitigate governmental constraints;

. Conserve and. impreve the existing affordable housiﬁg stock;

. Promote equal housmg opportunity; and

. Preserve exvstmg affordable housing units.

- mum humber of units,
-consei ed du _fng the planmng penod

the housing element.
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ed. Ob;ectwes. The element must include an estimate of the maxi-
by-income level, to be constructed rehabilitated and

Publnc Partlclpatlon. Tms section describes how the agency has engaged
or will: engage people from all economic- segments of the community to develop

“The real challenge came when we
were allocated so many units,” Brindle
explained. “Half of our city is in a habi-
tat reserve and the RHNA number was
weighted because of our high median in-
come. What we’re looking for are changes
in state law on how to approach this on a
regional basis.”

.

The housing element changes have also
resulted in a much bigger investment of
cities’ time. According to Mike McLaugh
lin, an independent planning consultant
working with some Orange County cities
on their housing elements, in the past
most of a city’s time was spent preparing
the first draft of a housing element. Now
the same amount of time needs to be bud-
geted to respond to HCD’s questions.

While McLaughlin praised the staff of
HCD for being helpful, he admitted
that the process can be frustrating, with
documents reviewed three and four times
before being approved.

“The protracted back and forth be-
tween the city and HCD to address
their concerns is much more detailed,”
McLaughlin said. “The review and com-
ment period takes at least as long as the
preparation of the original document.”

Working on Solutions

In December 2007, HCD reported that
nearly 80 percent of all cities and counties
in the state had an approved housing ele-
ment. Those local jurisdictions represented
nearly 90 percent of the state’s population.
Of the agencies that did not have an ap-
proved housing element, nearly half were
cities with populations of 20,000 or less,
suggesting that the costs and complication
of the housing element may have contrib-
uted to some of the noncompliance.

The good news for cities is that HCD
is working to address the issue, and its
director, Lynn Jacobs, understands the
need for foresight in the process.

“Good planning leads to good housing,”
Jacobs told city officials at the League of
California Cities 2007 Annual Conference
in Sacramento. “We need to concentrate

on providing housing for all Californians.”
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One of the ways HCD hopes to help is by
providing sample housing elements that
identify the types of housing programs it
will approve. Although still in draft form
when Western City went to press, HCD
reported that progress was being made to
circulate the models in 2008 (for more
information, visit www.hcd.ca.gov/hpd/
housing_element).

McLaughlin believes the sooner HCD can
provide a model to work from, the better
off everyone will be. “HCD already refers
people to parts of other cities’ housing
elements to address questions raised in
the review process,” he said. “Having that
beforehand would give me a much better
feel for detail and the set of requirements
that they are looking for.”

Despite these setbacks, local agencies and
HCD are committed to working together
to fine-tune the housing element process.
Baldwin, in particular, stressed the need
for cities and agencies that had a difficult
time completing their housing element to
put their thinking caps on and streamline
the process.

Pushing for a housing element working
group, the SANDAG regional planner
thinks getting together a couple of times
a year to hammer out informal guidelines
might be a productive start.

“So much of this ends up being done in a
vacuum, and there must be better ways,”
Baldwin said. “This isnt a slam against
HCD. A lot of people are out there trying
to determine how we can best use the lim-
ited resources HCD has to make it better
for everyone.”

HCD staff also seem to be thinking along
these lines. “In the future, I think we will
see housing efforts like the one that oc-
curred when Orange County worked with
a group of students from the University
of California, Irvine, to create an online
inventory of housing sites for the unin-
corporated areas,” Creswell noted. “Using
technology to make the process easier and
more informative for the public would be
better for everyone involved.” M
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What’s the RHNA Number?

A regional housing needs allocation (RHNA) is a process that devises the
number of housing units a city, county or agency must plan for in its housing
element. The RHNA process starts with a California Department of Finance

estimate of the state’s total housing needs from all income levels. That num-
ber is divided proportionately among the state’s regions, then further divided
and assigned to each city and county by regional councils of government:; it's
referred to as the RHNA (pronounced “reena”) number.
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